Steroids and bowel rest versus elemental diet in the treatment of patients with Crohn's disease: the effects on protein metabolism and immune function.
Recent studies have shown an elemental diet to be as effective as bowel rest plus steroids in the management of acute Crohn's disease. In order to investigate the metabolic and immunological effects of these two therapies, six patients with an acute inflammatory attack of ileal Crohn's disease were randomly assigned to receive steroids or elemental diet for 7 days. Immunological and protein metabolic studies were performed before and after therapy, protein kinetic rates being measured by the method of constant intravenous infusion of 14C-labeled leucine tracer. Clinical and symptomatic improvement was noted in all six patients with significant falls in sedimentation rate and platelet counts and increases in albumin concentrations. Both forms of treatment increased plasma amino acid flux and oxidation rates, whole body protein turnover and rates of incorporation of amino acid into albumin. However, the increased rates of protein metabolism in the patients given steroids were at the expense of body protein stores with a net (average) loss of 58 g of nitrogen over 7 days. While both forms of therapy were associated with suppression of lymphocyte subsets, complement and circulating immune complexes only the steroid regimen was associated with suppression of in vivo IgG synthesis rates. The results indicated that both forms of therapy were associated with clinical improvement, increases in protein turnover and evidence of reduced inflammatory activity. However, the beneficial effects of steroid regimen must be balanced against the deleterious effects on body protein stores; steroids and bowel rest without nutritional support should be avoided in malnourished patients.